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By Margaret Mead

Anthropologist, writer and observer of change in our time, holder of twenty honorary doctorates, popularizer
of science, sensitive interpreter of the generation gap and Time Magazine’s 1969 choice for “Mother of the
World,” Margaret Mead began her career in 1926 at The American Museum of Natural History where she is
Curator emeritus of ethnology. She has been President of the American Anthropological Association, the
World Federation for Mental Health and the Scientists’ Institute for Public Information. Currently, Dr. Mead
is the President Elect of the American Association for the Advancement of Science and Secretary of the
Institute of Intercultural Studies.

Margaret Lowenfeld was the originator of unique methods of child psychotherapy and
methods for studying the thinking and feeling processes of both normal and disturbed
children. She was born on February 4, 1890 in London and died there on February 2, 1973
after a short illness. During her long, full, very energetic life, she made a large number of
contributions to the field of child psychology.

A great variety of interests shaped her life: a Polish father, owner of many theaters in
England; a Welsh mother; a childhood spent between an estate in Poland and life in
London; journeys in between in horse drawn carriages; revolt against her father’s
objections to the determination of his two daughters (Margaret, and the renowned
English physician, Dr. Helena Wright) to study medicine; contact with the very poor during
her early medical work; feeding refugees on the Polish front after World War |, an
endeavor which demanded high organizational ability and generalship; her associations
with the World Christian Student Movement and with the exceptional group of people
who were board members and patrons of the early Children’s Center (among whom R. G.
Collingwood was a frequent visitor and critic); the strong ties which she was able to make
with colleagues in other countries; and the extra-ordinary effect that single books and
new hypotheses had on a life in which there was little time for consulting sources.
Everything that she touched came out new, minted with all the freshness and urgency of
anidea reborn.

After obtained medical training at the Royal Free Hospital she became House Surgeon in
the South London Women’s Hospital. After her relief work in Poland after World War |, she
returned to England determined to seek a research career, and began research training in
the Royal Hospital for Sick children in Glasgow, which led to her first publication on acute
rheumatism and which focused her attention on the relationships between social and
cultural conditions and illness. This was followed by research on lactation and led to a
series of publications on the relationship between the actual lactation behavior of
individual mothers and babies and the chemical constitution of the mother’s milk. These
early studies established her research approach: attention to the whole situation,
intensive observation of individuals, meticulous collection of case studies, and
consideration of the wider social and psychological implications of her research results.



In 1928, the same year in which a British delegation came to the United States to explore
American child guidance, she started The Children’s Center, the first institution in
England for psychotherapeutic treatment of children. The Children’s Center became the
Institute for Child Psychology (ICP) in 1931; Dr. Lowenfeld was then co-director and
continued her close association with the ICP until her death. In 1935 the ICP’s treatment
program was broadened to include a three-year training course for medical and non-
medical men and women. It was at the ICP that she developed a unique method of
psychotherapy, which included the use of various innovative test techniques — Worlds,
Mosaics, Kaleidoblocs, and Poleidoblocs — combined with play therapy and kinesthetic
exercises.

She visited the United States three times for cross-cultural projects. From 1955 to 1959
she was a member of the Executive Committee, Child Psychiatry Section, Royal Medico-
Psychological Association; and in 1971 she was elected a Foundation Fellow of the
newly-founded Royal College of Psychiatry. Yet throughout her career she remained a
physician as well as a psychologist, giving special attention to the diagnosis of each child
patient’s physical condition. As each of her special techniques was developed and
presented to national and international groups, new interest was aroused, and students
came to the ICP for short or long periods of training. While the ICP was officially
recognized as part of the training program in clinical psychology, it remained a rather
special institution — somewhat outside the more conventional types of child guidance
clinics — stimulated and illuminated by Margaret Lowenfeld’s special diagnostic insights,
techniques, theoretical emphasis on the importance of the proto-system and the
energizing process through which growing children integrated their images and
experiences of their own bodies.

The essence of all of her innovative techniques was the use of materials which she liked
to call “objective” instead of “projective.” These evoked the child’s response in action and
resulted in visible products which could be used to characterize the members of cultural
groups, or which could be photographed or copied and arranged in sequences or in
simultaneous presentations of single patients or groups of patients or subjects. All the
materials she used she developed herself — Worlds: a cabinet of miniatures to scale of
“everything in the world,” i.e. men, women, houses, trees, motor cars, horses, sheep,
etc., with a few mythic figures like witches and dragons, which were to be arranged into a
world in a tray of wet sand; Mosaics: a set of flat, thin, geometrical forms in the primary
colors and black and white, to be arranged in a pattern within a frame; Kaleidoblocs:
colored, three dimensional, geometrical forms with four pieces from a sphere to
stimulate the imagination; and the latest series developed in the 1960s, Poleidoblocs: a
complex set of geometrical forms that comes in natural wood or in bright colors, which
both facilitate mathematical learning and evoke imaginative constructions.



The Margaret Lowenfeld World Technique [1] has been drawn upon in many different
forms of play therapy and child psychological testings; Mosaics have been widely used in
cross cultural studies; and Poleidoblocs are now used extensively in British elementary
schools. Allthese techniques combine the element of play and delight with a therapeutic
self-exploration on the part of the child (in which the administrator is seen as a helpful
playfellow and recorder) with a low emphasis on transference and a high emphasis upon
the actual creation itself. All of these techniques can be used over and over again with
the same subject; often a series constitutes a whole episode in therapy. Sometimes
children returned several times over a period of years to the ICP, and later to Margaret
Lowenfeld’s office in Harley Street in London, to make new Worlds, to explicate to
themselves and to her their developing sense of themselves. All the tests have these
great advantages: subjects or patients do not tire of them; repeated application is
possible; and unlike projective tests, interpretation does not depend upon words but
upon these visible constructs.

In her use of these various techniques, in the case studies that accompanied them, in the
speculations which were stimulated by those who used them in other countries, in the
presentations and exhibits that she prepared for the first World Congress of Mental
Health in 1948 and for subsequent congresses and meetings, in lectures that she gave in
different parts of Europe and the United States, in her continuing interaction with the
developing institutionalization of child psychiatry in England, in her interest in learning
difficulties, the new mathematics, teaching and children’s conceptualizations, and in her
contacts with foreign visitors, Margaret Lowenfeld created a whirlwind intellectual
atmosphere. One enterprise merged into another; each was only partly completed before
she was off on some new strenuous undertaking — designing a children’s school or
reacting vigorously to a new theoretical book. More than any other child psychologist
whom | have known, she was concerned with the child’s development of sense of self,
with his or her body image, with the use of the body to provide metaphors, and with the
child’s relationship to life and death and the universe.

Dr. Lowenfeld’s emphasis upon the use of specially constructed test material objects
and upon establishing communication with experimenters and therapists in other
cultures — as far afield as Turkey, Iran, Malaya — meant that the design, production and
distribution of the test materials presented a set of continuing technical and financial
obstacles. This situation was eased after she began her collaboration with Miss Ville
Anderson of Fulden, Denmark, who worked with Dr. Lowenfeld in the design, validation
and marketing of Kaleidoblocs and Poleidoblocs. Her reliance on play experience, as
both an investigative technique and therapy, was foreshadowed in her book Play in
childhood, first published in 1935 and republished in 1969. The manual for Mosaics was
published in 1954 and the manual for Poleidoblocs in 1973. The book on Worlds, almost
completed in the early 1960s, will be published posthumously, as will her collected
papers. [2]



Life for Margaret Lowenfeld was always a struggle between the unstinting attention she
gave her patients, her urge to expand her work in every possible direction, an imagination
that far exceeded her bodily strength, a shortage of funds and a terrific sense that time
was running out for the western world, if not for the entire world. She believed that the
child’s relation to himself and to the universe provided as important a key to human
development as the exploration of interpersonal relationships within the family, which
she had learned from psychoanalysis. She might have founded a school but she was
much more interested in ideas and their potentialities for teaching and learning and
therapy and cultural change than she was in building any kind of institutionalized power
base. Her techniques, used in many ways — by anthropologists in New Guinea, in the
Caribbean, among American Indians; by therapists; by child psychologists; and by
educators — will continue to empower research and therapy for many years.
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[1] Described in detail by Ruth Bowyer in her book The Lowenfeld World Technique,
Pergamon Press Ltd, 1970, with a Foreword by Dr. Lowenfeld.

[2] Mosaics and Kaleidoblocs can be obtained from the Institute for Child Psychology,
6 Pembridge Villas, London W11 2SU, England; and Poleidoblocs and its manual
can be obtained from The Educational Supply Association, Ltd, Pinnacles, Harlow,
Essex CM19 5AY, England.




